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School of Earth and Environment
Student Feedback Handbook

Welcome to university and welcome to the School of Earth and Environment. It is our aim to provide you with an exceptional learning and teaching experience during your time here. We want you to leave not only with a degree but with the best knowledge and skills set possible so you are prepared for whatever career path you choose. However, to do this we need your help. 

The learning environment in university is quite different to that of secondary school. The demands on you as a student and as an adult will increase, as will your independence -in academic as well as in personal terms. It’s an exciting time, full of social, recreational and learning opportunities and we are here to help you make the most of them. 

This handbook deals with a very important aspect of the learning and teaching process: feedback. You can expect lots of feedback during your study in the School of Earth and Environment, which can really help to deepen your learning experience. However, you need to be looking for feedback, anticipating it and receptive to it. In short, you need to fully engage with the feedback opportunities that are available to you. Don’t worry though, we are going to help you and the starting point is this document, which you should keep handy to make reference to throughout your study. 


What is feedback? 

Simply put, feedback is when you receive comments about your work and/or progress. This generally is made up of both negative and positive comments. Feedback allows you to know what you have not done well, or are not achieving, but also should let you know what you are doing well and how well you are progressing. In this respect, it is an absolutely crucial part of the learning process; otherwise, how else can you tell if your performance is under par, adequate or exceptional? 

For most, the general impression is that feedback is simply a measure of your learning, and while it is, it is also much more than that –feedback is also a vital learning tool. The feedback you get, in its various forms, needs to be fully incorporated into your study. From lectures and labs to the library, to assignment or exam, to feedback -then back again to the library! Feedback is a crucial component of a continuous process of learning; it isn’t the end point of a piece of work handed in or exam taken. It is to be digested, understood, built upon and used to inform your study and guide any future work that you submit. 


University vs. Secondary school

The style of learning and teaching at university is quite different to what you’ll have been used to at secondary school. At times much larger and less intimate, university can seem a bit daunting, especially considering there isn’t always the immediate connection between the teacher and the students in a lecture setting compared to a secondary school classroom. Another key difference is the content –at secondary school, what you’re taught in class is pretty much all you are expected to know, whereas at university, what you cover in a lecture generally points you in the right direction of the main points that you are expected to go and read about and around. Each module that you do will be very explicit about the total amount of time expected to be spent on personal study. For example, a module worth 10 credits will be equal to 100 hours of study, which only a quarter to a third of will be actual contact time (lectures/practicals), the rest private study. A simpler way to put it is to say that for each hour of lecture, you are expected to do about 3 hours of private study. This change in learning and teaching can be quite a shock for some, but we are here to help with the transition!  

How does this relate to feedback, is what you’re probably wondering. Well, the format and amount of feedback you will receive at university may also be very different to what you are used to getting at secondary school. With much larger class sizes (some classes have over 100 students!), it can be quite difficult, if not impossible, for a lecturer to provide personal, one-to-one verbal feedback to all students for every assessment. 

In secondary school, feedback is often of a more intimate and personal nature, since smaller class sizes mean that the teacher has the time and the ability to provide personal feedback. This is not to say that you shouldn’t expect feedback from large classes or labs, you should, but the style and format of the feedback may not be so personal or intimate. It is important to bear in mind that the mechanism of feedback can be driven by the class size and the format of the assessment. It is also very important to remember that if you feel you need clarification regarding feedback, or feel like you need more feedback, or feedback of a more personal nature, you can always contact your lecturer/tutor and ask for it! Some courses you do, or tutorials you attend, will have smaller numbers of students, and in these situations you may expect to get more detailed and personal feedback. 

Knowing to expect varying degrees, depth and styles of feedback will help you to be more vigilant about the feedback you get and help you to focus more on what you can get out of it rather than simply thinking “it’s not as personal as what I’m used to”. Key to this is recognising the different forms that feedback can take and engaging with them as best you can. 

Styles and formats of feedback

Feedback can come in many different ways, take many different forms and even serve slightly different purposes. Sometimes it is positive, sometimes it is negative. Sometimes it is verbal, sometimes it is written. It can be related to a body of work submitted or an exam taken. It may be accompanied by a grade or it may not be. Above all, it should be both timely and useful. To begin with, let’s consider the two main different types of feedback that you will encounter: formative and summative feedback. 

Formative feedback
This is any feedback which supports your learning. Generally, it is gained in a timely fashion as you progress through your course. It helps you to develop your approach to your studies, hone skills such as essay and technical report writing, problem solving, and refine practical skills such as lab-work and giving talks. Formative feedback can take all kinds of forms: it may be written comments on your work; discussion in tutorial sessions; general verbal feedback given to a class; one-to-one meetings with lecturers; peer evaluation; emails from tutors; guidance given in practical sessions, and so on. Formative feedback may or may not be accompanied by a grade, but it is designed to help support and promote better learning and production of better work. 

Summative feedback
This type of feedback is aimed at communicating a final measure of success or failure with regards to an assessment, exam or body of work submitted. This generally takes the form of a grade or mark, but may also be accompanied by written or verbal comments. The main feature here is that summative feedback is given for work or assessments which you can no longer change. However, the accompanying written or verbal feedback may help guide you in how to improve in future work or study. 

Bagging marks vs. Learning
This now brings us to a very important point regarding formative and summative assessment. An assessment can either be devised primarily as a learning activity (making it formative) or as a performance indicator (making it summative). A summative assessment will always end with grades/marks being given for it which count towards a final mark for the course. A formative assessment may give you a score, but it may or may not count towards a final course mark. It is an exercise designed to help you gain knowledge and/or build skills. 

Often, when given work to do, the first question that students ask is “Will this be marked?”- A justified question to ask, since you want to put your best effort into something that is worth marks, however, just because an assessment or activity is marked, does that mean you should put more effort into it compared to something that isn’t worth marks? Any activity, assignment or assessment given to you has been created for the express purpose of either helping you to gain knowledge or build skills (formative), or to test those skills and knowledge (summative). It is very easy to become obsessed with marks, but the fact is, university should be about gaining an education (ie: building skills and knowledge) not simply about gaining a qualification (ie: bagging marks). 

Try to be vigilant about the nature of the task or assessment you are being given, whether it is formative, summative or a combination of both, then ask yourself: “What knowledge and skills am I being asked to engage with, communicate, or demonstrate? How can I get the most out of what I’m being asked to do?” 


Styles of feedback

People are unique, we are not robots. So are academics and teachers, regardless of what the stereotypes may say! Because of the inherent differences in the way people work, the manner, style, delivery and mechanism of feedback employed by your lecturers and tutors will vary. Although the style may vary, the feedback should be useful and timely. 

Let’s think of the different styles of feedback that you are most likely to encounter in your studies: 
· One-to-one verbal feedback
· Group or class verbal feedback
· Peer-review feedback
· Group feedback via email or a virtual learning environment (VLE Blackboard)
· Small group tutorials
· Handwritten comments on your work
· Word-processed comments on your work
· Feedback cover sheets annotated and handed back with work
· Feedback cover sheets handed back without work
· Example or model answers posted in class/laboratory/online
· Marking criteria matrices with tick-boxes and scores for each set of criteria
· Informal chats with lecturers/tutors/classmates in corridors/around campus
· Just a mark on your work, no comments. 

Some of these mechanisms or styles of feedback provision are far more useful than others. For example, a mark alone, with no feedback comments may satisfy the desire most students have to see a number quantifying their success, however, it doesn’t advise on where you went wrong, what you did very well or how you can improve in future. 

Perhaps the most desirable or effective method on that list is face to face verbal feedback given by a lecturer/tutor. This style of feedback provision is highly personal and very focused, allowing for interaction between the marker and student. Sometimes people need to discuss feedback in order to understand it fully. The problem is, staff simply do not have time to provide personal, face to face feedback for all students in all years. Furthermore, some people (staff and students alike) do not always feel comfortable with face-to-face feedback. Some students find this sort of feedback unsettling or confrontational, and would rather have written feedback or group-based verbal feedback. If something does not work for you, if you feel like you are not receiving enough feedback, or you feel like you need further clarification of the feedback you do get, you are encouraged to speak to the staff member in question. We are all here to help you! 

The main point to take away here is, there is no one right or wrong method or style of feedback provision. Staff work in different way, and students have different preferences and learning styles. We are all individuals. What you need to try and do, is recognise the different feedback styles and learn how to get the most from them! A large part of this involves conditioning yourself to get better at receiving praise and criticism of your work, then using that information and advice, building upon it and then using it to improve your work. 


Feedback in the School of Earth and Environment

Now that you know feedback can come in many different styles and formats, let’s think about what factors are going to drive the assessment feedback you should expect to receive in the School of Earth and Environment. 

Recent consultation with staff and students alike has produced a set of recommendations for the provision of feedback, which have been turned into guidelines for a code of practice for feedback that all staff are being encouraged to adopt starting this year. 

Most important amongst the recommendations are the following: 

· Feedback timing
The general rule is that staff are expected to return marks and feedback within 3 term-time weeks. However, if feedback is likely to take longer, staff will let you know when to expect it, or agree with you a date for return of work and feedback when setting the assessment or assignment. 

· Provision of clear aims/objectives for the assessment
When setting an assessment, staff are being encouraged to provide a clear set of aims and objectives, so you know what is expected of you. 

· Provision of concise marking criteria for the assessment
In order to make feedback easier to understand, staff are being encouraged to provide marking criteria with feedback and to clearly indicate performance relative to the criteria. This should help you to easily pinpoint where you have gone wrong. 

· Create feedback sheets that are tailored to the assessment
Since not all work can easily be returned to you and annotated with feedback, staff are being encouraged, as a minimum of feedback provision, to create feedback sheets and marking pro-forma which are tailored to the assessment aims/objectives, and clearly indicate performance relative to marking criteria. These sheets should also, where appropriate, include comments specific to the individual’s work. 

These are recommendations that staff are being encouraged to adopt where appropriate. This is to say that you shouldn’t expect to receive these measures for every single piece of work submitted or task completed –some tasks will not apply. For example, in practicals staff may give instantaneous feedback during class. However, where appropriate, and where other more personal mechanisms of feedback are not being employed, you should expect these provisions. 


Effective use of feedback

If staff are making an effort to provide feedback, students should be making an effort to properly use the feedback and learn as best they can from it. It can be very demoralising to be putting a large effort into a body of work only to receive little feedback on it or guidance about how to improve. Similarly, it is very demoralising for staff when they put a lot of effort into the provision of feedback and students do not use it. Help us to help you by engaging with the feedback that you get! 

Here are a few suggestions of ways to make the most of feedback: 

1. Engage with feedback and actively build upon it
Sounds simple and obvious enough, but it’s very easy to get your grade, have a quick glance at the feedback and then forget about it –especially if you’ve done much better than expected (you’ll be giddy with excitement and tend to ignore the comments)  or much, much worse than expected (you’ll be demoralised and put off looking at the feedback). View the feedback as something to digest, think about and reflect on. Feedback is your golden ticket to improvement! 

2. Treat all feedback as being useful 
Regardless of style, form, mechanisms, positivity or criticisms, try to be open to the feedback you receive, with the attitude that there is something you can learn from it. The aim of feedback is to help guide your study and to help you improve, so don’t dismiss it! 

3. Don’t ignore critical feedback
No one likes to be told what they have done is incorrect, incomplete or not good enough. However, if you dismiss critical feedback, you are doing yourself a great disservice –how can you improve if you don’t face your mistakes head-on? 

4. Try not to take critical feedback personally and become defensive
Feedback is about your work and performance, it is not a critique of your personality; although aspects of your personality may influence your working style or the effort you put in. Try to regard critical feedback as helpful and not an attack on your personal nature. 

5. Embrace positive feedback and build upon it
Some people find it difficult to accept praise, especially if given in a group situation. It’s important to allow yourself to feel good about a successful piece of completed work or an exam well done. Don’t stop there though! Analyse what it is you have done well to get the praise, and build that into your future study and work. 

6. Value feedback from anyone
You are bound to have lecturers or tutors that you prefer over others, but it is crucial not to let your preferences prejudice how you regard feedback. The teachers you do not particularly like may be the ones who are marking your exams, so whether you like it or not, their opinion matters! You don’t need to get along with someone to learn from them, and in fact, most of life’s more poignant learning experiences can be rather unpleasant, so do not dismiss any feedback. Anyone can also mean your classmates!

7. If you don’t understand, or need more feedback, ask for help! 
It can be difficult to gain the courage to ask for clarification of feedback that you may not understand, or question feedback you don’t agree with. But it’s important to ask for help when you don’t understand, or to clarify someone’s position in relation to what you think. Discussion is a powerful tool, and sometimes all it takes is a few minutes to clarify or resolve a misunderstanding. As the saying goes: “You don’t ask, you don’t get!” Most staff adopt an open door policy or post times when they can be found in their offices. Make use of these opportunities to discuss your feedback if you need to. 


Conclusion

Hopefully, you will now feel a bit more confident in dealing with assessment feedback. Feedback is a vital part of the learning process, it’s vital that you get the feedback you deserve, and it’s vital that you make the most of it. We hope that your learning and teaching experience in the School of Earth and Environment is an exceptional one. We are here to support you at every step. Remember, help is always just a knock or an email or a quick word away. 

If you would like to know more about effective use of feedback, or if you would like to discuss any feedback related issues, please feel free to get in touch with me.  

Good luck! 
Graham
___________________________________________
Dr Graham McLeod
Teaching Fellow, School of Earth and Environment             
g.w.mcleod@leeds.ac.uk
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